The foundation degree is an intermediate-level qualification designed to widen participation in higher education while providing work-related skills and knowledge. It has a vocational focus and a pedagogic approach that integrates academic and work-based learning. Research into opportunities and the process of learning within foundation degrees is limited, particularly that which looks in depth at personal development occurring within these courses. This study contributes to the literature in this area, reporting on the results of a case study of the foundation degree in medicines management (University of Portsmouth). A key finding of this work was that knowledge was gained within a community of practice, and led to students' development as individuals. Motivation, learning to learn and guidance and feedback, alongside peer learning within the course, were central aspects of this process. The learning and personal development taking place resulted in increased awareness, confidence and empowerment in students, which was reported to influence their work and personal lives. However, the development of specialist work-related skills and knowledge was found to be limited, questioning the fitness for purpose of the course researched. While key aspects of the subject investigated have been described in this work, further research is needed to understand this complex phenomenon.
Introduction

Background to foundation degrees
There has been great emphasis within UK policy on widening access and improving participation in higher education (HE) while providing graduates with relevant employability skills. This has led to innovative ways of delivering HE courses to a diverse student group that increasingly includes individuals from lower sociocultural backgrounds, mature students, people in full-time employment and those with limited scope for geographical mobility and a range of circumstances influencing what studies they can undertake and how these can be funded. This paper focuses on one development resulting from this policy: the foundation degree (FD).
The FD is an intermediate-level qualification introduced in 2000 to address a 'skills gap' identified in the UK labour market (Leitch 2006, 41) . It has a vocational focus that aims to effectively integrate academic and work-based learning. It is an award at level 5 in the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education framework, equivalent to the second year of an honours degree. It can be studied part-time or full-time and involves collaboration between employers and HE institutions. There are no nationally recognised entry requirements for FDs and individual institutions are able to define their own admissions policy, enabling students with a wider range of previous qualifications to access HE courses. On completion of a FD, students can progress to an honours degree (HD) or professional qualifications. The FD represents a new approach within HE due to its particular purpose, intended outcomes and work-based nature. Its clear and planned integration of certain characteristics not found together in other programmes makes the FD a distinct award (QAA 2010) . Some of these characteristics are shown in Table 1 .
Table 1
Core features of the foundation degree
Employer involvement
In the design and regular review of a programme For employer / professional body recognition
Ideally informed by Sector Skills Councils framework Programme delivery
Flexible delivery enabling students to 'earn and learn' Accommodating the learning needs of different types of students
Development of demonstrable skills
Technical and work-specific skills relevant to new Underpinned by academic learning and existing members of a profession
Development of generic and employability skills
Validated by the awarding HEI Underpinned by a personal development plan
Application of skills in the workplace Demonstration of skills in relevant work
Validated, assessed and recorded work experience Award of credits in recognition to work experience
Credit accumulation and transfer Self-standing qualification of specific value (minimum of 240 credits)
Possible credit accumulation and transfer Recognition of appropriate prior and work-based Arrangements learning
Progression to additional education Articulation arrangements with at least one programme leading to a bachelors' degree with honours These specific characteristics of the FD can make it particularly attractive to non-traditional students. The
Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) indicates that FDs, particularly those offered parttime, attract a greater proportion of female and mature students, with 55% of part-time entrants in the academic year 2009/10 aged 30 or over. The literature has also shown that three-quarters of all FD students are in paid employment (Goodship and Jacks 2007). In this way, the FD represents a significant shift from mainstream HE, not only due to its design, but also because of the type of students enrolling in these programmes.
Foundation degrees and student learning
Various projects have looked at different aspects of learning within FDs, providing useful insights into students' learning experiences.
Regarding general aspects of learning, in a study of 500 participants within 15 institutions (Dodgson and These findings indicate that FDs can offer productive learning and development opportunities, although the process of learning is not without challenges. They provide some, albeit limited, knowledge into how student learning is taking place within FD courses. However, these did not explore the process of learning and personal development within the support groups, which would have provided background information on how a CoP could operate in these courses.
Communities of practice
The case studied
The All FDs for pharmacy technicians have had a short life-span, with the Portsmouth FD in medicines management having been the longest-standing of these programmes at the time it closed in 2013. Student and employer feedback, alongside internal and external reviews and anecdotal evidence, have not found significant issues with the design and delivery of this course, although they indicated that despite the course being valued by students, this was not so much the case with employers.
Pharmacy technicians' learning and development
There is limited research into pharmacy technicians' training, education and particularly learning and development, which highlights that a gap in the literature exists on this subject.
Prior work outside the UK has focused on learning for 'credentialing' in order to standardise the knowledge base and ensure patient safety. It has found that training to meet minimum competency requirements In terms of preferences for CPD, a census questionnaire including UK-registered pharmacy technicians (Seston and Hassell 2012) indicated that the most common type of CPD activity was online learning (40.4%), followed by workshops (38.5%). 'Other CPD activity', which included self-directed learning, experiential learning and work-based learning, accounted for a limited number of entries (29.0%). With regard to work-related knowledge, a survey of 148 pharmacy technicians found that the more relevant aspects were those directly related to pharmacy practice (91%), closely followed by pharmacy theory (87%). A smaller but still significant proportion of participants (55%) considered interpersonal skills (such as communication and time management) relevant to their roles. After achieving minimum competency requirements, workshops were found to be the main source of further learning for pharmacy technicians, despite some individuals (33%) preferring learning through distance teaching or self-assessment
questionnaires (Elmey and Beresford 2001).
None of these studies researched the process of learning, and no references could be found in the literature to forms of group learning involving pharmacy technicians. However, learning by participation in daily work within a CoP has been found to be a common way for pharmacists to acquire knowledge during 
Rationale for the study and research questions
It has been suggested that students' learning within FDs is under-examined (Harvey 2009), and the importance of knowing more about it has been highlighted (Beaney 2006). The fact that widening access and participation is an aim of these courses and that many individuals enrolling in these programmes are non-traditional students, as defined earlier, adds to the need to establish whether FDs are fit for purpose and effective in providing work-related specialist skills and knowledge using appropriate pedagogies. The literature shows that FDs can provide learning opportunities and have an effect on students' development, yet there is limited knowledge of how the process of learning relates to these aspects and to what extent it is facilitated by a FD. Some FDs are very successful, but this has not been the case for those offered to pharmacy technicians; it would be useful to identify if they were providing meaningful learning that had an impact in the workplace. Moreover, in order to be able to support FD students and for academia to effectively deliver this type of education, more needs to be known about how FD students learn and develop. In order to expand existing knowledge on this subject, this research investigated the opportunities and process of learning and personal development within a FD through the following research questions:
• What are the learning experiences of students within a FD?
• How do students learn within a FD?
• How does learning affect individuals studying for a FD?
• Does a FD offer productive learning opportunities?
Methods
This investigation was a case study of the FD in medicines management (University of Portsmouth). Due to the complexity and social aspects of learning, a qualitative approach was followed to allow in-depth examination. A single course was selected to gain a deeper understanding of the events and relationships involved with students' learning. Table 2 . What do you do differently as a result of your learning? 7 Do you find your learning within the FD useful?
All the students enrolled in the FD under investigation were invited to take part in this research through contact by academic tutors. The aims of the study and what it entailed were explained to the students on study days, when they were provided with a study information sheet. The voluntary nature of participation was highlighted and any questions responded to in order to ensure that students were appropriately informed about the research. An e-mail was subsequently sent to ask students to let the researchers know whether they wished to participate. Those who agreed were forwarded an additional copy of the study information sheet and a consent form, which had to be completed prior to taking part in the project. To capitalise on shared experiences, some focus groups were homogeneous (Kitzinger 1995), in that they were formed of students within the same year. To gain additional insights, heterogeneous groups formed of students in different years were also brought together.
The focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim and the transcripts uploaded to an encrypted external hard drive. They were subject to thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006). During analysis, an inductive approach was followed in which concepts and themes were not anticipated but emerged from the data. These were selected based on their significance and relevance to the research questions. The process started with analysis of the first focus group transcript, with an initial list of themes and concepts drawn. This was extended and refined as the analysis proceeded with subsequent transcripts.
Once all the transcripts had been analysed, they were revisited, refining themes and concepts further and checking that these were representative of the data, with relevant quotes being selected to illustrate the findings.
Results and discussion
Data collection
Data were collected from a total of 31 students in five focus groups over 14 months, from June 2008 to
August 2009, after which data saturation occurred and no new themes emerged. High levels of participation were achieved as students within the course were very motivated to undertake this type of education. All participants in this project were female; there were no male students enrolled on the course.
While this may have had an impact on the data collected and the conclusions that can be drawn from it, it reflects the fact that the majority of members of this professional group are female. It should also be noted that the group taking part in this research was formed of mature students, mostly with managerial or wellestablished roles within their practice base. While this is not representative of the roles generally undertaken by pharmacy technicians, it is a common feature of the type of students who enrolled in this FD. The demographic details of the study participants can be found in Table 3 . The analysis showed several significant concepts within two main themes. These are discussed in the following sections, where quotes from the focus groups are used to illustrate the findings, attributed by assigned participant (P) numbers.
Theme 1 -Learning within a FD
When discussing their learning experiences within the FD, four key concepts were central to the participants in this study: motivation, learning to learn, guidance and feedback and peer learning.
For the students taking part in this project, their main and often only motivation to learn was to do their job 'better'. For example:
P11 I chose to do it [the FD] to expand my knowledge, and obviously patient care.
FDs can improve career prospects (Goodship and Jacks 2007), which could motivate students to engage with this qualification. This may have indicated that the goal of learning to do their job 'better' was linked to the prospect of promotion. This was not the situation in the case investigated, where students' motivation was unrelated to career benefits:
P14 So once I've finished it, that's it, I don't get any pay rise. There isn't anything to gain from it from a … ALL Same with us.
P14 … pharmacy point of view, but from a personal point of view from the service that I would like to provide that I see again.
The fact that this was a group of mature students already in established employment may explain why moving up the career ladder was not a motivator. Possibly, as they had a level of responsibility within their existing jobs, they wanted to ensure their work was carried out to high standards. Opportunities to be involved in more complex aspects of patient care within their current roles did exist for these students, which would enable them to do their jobs 'better'. These would be in the form of enhanced roles built by further delegation of tasks from pharmacists, which this group saw as something to aspire to.
Throughout the programme, as knowledge was gained in order to do jobs 'better', increased satisfaction was achieved. Satisfaction was important to remain motivated, and this was necessary to overcome academic difficulties: It would have been interesting to explore in depth what led to these students' lack of interaction with work-based tutors, and whether this had any relation to the students needing to adapt to seeing work as an environment for learning. As this FD was a work-based course, aiming to develop work-related skills, the contribution of work-based tutors would have been thought to be central to students' learning. It is possible that as these students had senior positions, this led to a preference for not openly discussing learning needs in their workplace. One significant factor that would also explain the students' limited interest in seeking help from their work-based tutors was associated with the fact that they enjoyed peer In this way, a sense of good practice was established, and successes and challenges were shared within the CoP. The fact that the roles and responsibilities of these pharmacy technicians varied, as a result of delegation of tasks by pharmacists, further enriched the exchange of ideas. This made engagement within the CoP more productive, as this is dependent as much on diversity as it is on homogeneity (Wenger 1998).
For example:
P25 We're all in different settings, so we're all learning from each other.
P30 Yeah.
P25 I just think that it's nice that you get different people's views on everything and how different people are working.
These FD students' motivation, learning and participation in a CoP had a marked influence on their personal development, which is examined in the following section. Surprisingly, no references were made to their impact on the gaining of specific skills and knowledge relevant to the students' roles. It therefore appeared that it was the process of learning and gaining knowledge, rather than its outcome, that was felt to be at the core of the learning experiences of this group of students.
Theme 2 -Personal development
The gaining of knowledge and contact with a CoP led to students' personal development: increased awareness, confidence and empowerment were reported.
The participants in this project discussed how their behaviours and attitudes changed gradually while undertaking their FD. The following quote illustrates how one student, halfway through her first year, was facing situations differently:
P16 My friend said to me yesterday, that she feels that -we weren't necessarily talking about the course -but, how she feels that I've developed in my communication skills. I won't be the last one to talk anymore. I will join in and, you know, start a conversation, whereas before, I wasn't always the 
P9
The timid person I was in year one on that first induction day is not the same person as I am now.
Before, I would back away from challenges, and now I actively seek out challenges and contribute.
Compared to where I was, where I am now is just amazing.
Students reported increased awareness as a result of taking part in the course. Often, this was noticed as they realised they were better able to recognise their learning needs.
P10
The more you learn, the more you know you have to learn. You start thinking, 'Oh God, there's so much out there'.
In addition, knowing more about themselves as learners was facilitated, possibly as a result of 'learning to learn'. As one student explained: . This could be the mechanism by which students' awareness was developed within the CoP, particularly as taught content within the course did not lead to a smooth transition of this group of students into higher education. How this increased awareness influenced the practice of these pharmacy technicians was not clear, as personal development was gradual and different ways of working progressively introduced.
P25 I don't think my work has changed as much, it's just made me very much more aware, and to look at things slightly differently, so maybe it has changed, yes.
P28 I'd probably approach things differently.
It is therefore possible that work-related skills were learned at the same time that this personal development was taking place. If so, these skills were not explicitly noticed due to the gradual nature of the changes occurring in the way these students worked. It could be argued that such a gradual change could be attributed to additional experience gained in the workplace, which may have taken place irrespective of enrolling on the course.
Awareness was defined as realising when something was wrong, even when students were unable to establish what the exact issue was. Increased awareness was felt to be useful to do their jobs 'better', but in order to be able to judge whether there was the need for an intervention, students felt they needed confidence, and they universally agreed that a FD provided them with this: In general, the confidence gained led to students feeling empowered to contribute more to their jobs than they felt had previously been the case.
P25 You're not shying away from things. P23 That's right.
P25 You're ready to go and tackle something which you would never have done before perhaps.
This was an area of great satisfaction for the group, who felt that they were able to use their capabilities further. As seen in the previous section, being able to do their job 'better' was central for the students in this investigation, who valued having the necessary attitude to work differently. This might have been gained partly through the development of new identities as a result of belonging to a CoP, and the sense of security that this community can provide.
It is interesting that explicit mention was not made of the course supporting students' development as professionals. This would have been thought to be the key aim of this FD and a natural consequence of learning within a CoP (Wenger 1998), particularly for these students, who were highly motivated to do their jobs 'better'. It therefore remains unclear whether, in this case, measurable outputs applicable in the workplace resulted from undertaking this FD, and whether the programme was fit for purpose in the first place. Evidence from this study showed that students valued the course, with no reports of dissatisfaction with the design and delivery of the programme. It was also clear that more importance was placed on the development of attitudes and behaviours than on specific skills and knowledge. It may then be the case that these students already had the specialist skills and knowledge that the course aimed to provide, and they were able to start using them as a result of the new attitudes and behaviours gained. An additional possible explanation for this would need to consider the fact that defined and consistent roles and attributes for pharmacy technicians do not exist; these are shaped by delegation of tasks by individual pharmacists. Consideration of this would be required to ensure that an entirely relevant set of skills and knowledge, which can be applied in the workplace and underpin a defined set of competencies, can be provided by a FD. Only then will programmes be designed to fully deliver education specific to the roles of this group of practitioners.
Conclusion
Despite the limitations of this study with regards to its generalisability, it has provided interesting insights into opportunities and the process of learning and development within a FD. From the results generated in this work, it was apparent that learning was a challenging but rewarding experience. Within the FD investigated, the gaining of knowledge took place within a CoP and was interconnected with students' personal development. A strong motivation to do jobs 'better' enabled these students to adapt to new forms of learning, alongside the guidance and feedback received and the peer learning occurring within a CoP. While students were gaining knowledge, personal development was taking place, leading to increased awareness, confidence and empowerment. While it was clear that this personal development was useful to help them do their jobs 'better', there was limited evidence that work-related skills and knowledge were gained through the course. This raises the question of whether this programme was fit for purpose, particularly as this would be the primary aim of a FD. However, the apparent limited impact of the course on the development of new skills was not an issue for students. This would question whether they needed additional skills, or just the behaviours and attitudes necessary to be able to use existing ones more effectively. It remains unclear how the demographics of the participants in this project may have affected its results, but it is likely that the fact that they were all mature women had influenced their approach to work and learning.
If acquiring specific work-related skills and knowledge was not the primary development need of these students, it would appear that the FD was a vehicle to enable access to HE, rather than one providing workforce development. It may be that these students were more suited to a traditional degree course but enrolled in a FD for its specific characteristics, particularly in terms of accessibility, length and compatibility with work. Moreover, because roles and attributes of pharmacy technicians were not defined in a consistent way, this may have led to more value being placed on personal development to adapt to potentially changing roles, rather than specific skills and knowledge.
These findings explain in part the recruitment issues encountered by the course investigated, alongside FDs for pharmacy technicians in general. These could be potentially related to a mismatch between the aims of the qualification, the intentions of the employers and the needs and aspirations of students willing to engage with this qualification. They need to be considered in order to effectively recruit students into similar FD courses, to inform the use of appropriate pedagogies and to support FD students in their learning. Only by doing so can this qualification be truly effective in widening participation in HE and providing relevant employability skills and development needs, particularly to mature students and those in full-time employment.
While key aspects of the opportunities and process for learning within a FD, alongside its effect on personal development, have been described in this work, further research is needed to understand this complex phenomenon. A similar project could be carried out looking at students' learning within other FDs; this would provide knowledge of how different settings and disciplines affect this process. Additional studies could also be undertaken on specific pedagogic aspects of FDs and how these affect students' learning. In particular, it would be interesting to look into work-based 'learning hours' and the conversion of the workplace from a working environment to a learning environment for FD students, as an apparent lack of integration of work-based and academic learning has been observed. Also, further research should focus on gathering the views of students and other stakeholders on the ways in which FDs provide workforce development. It would be particularly interesting to determine whether the focus and intended outcomes of the qualification are being achieved, rather than FDs being seen as an option for further development that can fit around people's jobs and commitments.
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